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Chapter 2: Dr. Dewey’s Deeply Democratic Metaphysical Therapeutic for America’s Post-9/11 Democratic Disease: Cultural Revitalization and Political Re-Inhabitation
Judith M. Green
Given a world like that in which we live, a world in which environing changes are partly favorable and partly callously indifferent, . . . any control attainable by the living creature depends upon what is done to alter the state of things. Success and failure are the primary “categories” of life: achieving of good and averting of ill are its supreme interests; hope and anxiety (which are not self-enclosed states of feeling, but active attitudes of welcome and wariness) are dominant qualities of experience.  


   -- John Dewey, “The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy,” 1917: 50

The cure for the ailments of democracy is more democracy.


     -- John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems, 1927: 325

Introduction: America’s Post-9/11 Anxiety and Longing for Democratic Hope  

Shared social hope has been a life-and-death matter for the American people since September 11, 2001, because we now live with a shared, deep anxiety from which no level of privilege can save us, in a “homeland” that never again will feel truly secure. What we long for is authentic, shared existential hope for an open, democratic future, grounded in the kind of unity in fellow feeling we Americans briefly experienced with one another and with countless other world citizens for a few weeks after that dreadful day when terrorists brought down New York City’s Twin Towers and destroyed many more lives than those they took in those twin holocausts. As individuals and as a people, we long to believe again that democracy is the source of America’s strength – not military might, not the catbird seat in global capitalism, not the kind of totalitarian nationalism that spies on its own citizens, demands their uncritical obedience, and justifies torture and demonization of other cultures as the necessary price of self-preservation. We long to raise the proud banner of the democratic ideal once again, and we long to feel that we are part of a progressive current in history. In an always uncertain world of human experience, we long to frame events in terms of the better possibilities toward which we aspire, to give our best energies to shared efforts to actualize these ideals, and to learn, to grow, to find meaning, and to experience sufficient success in these efforts to keep alive the life-directing dream of democracy for ourselves, for citizens of other nations, and for all of our children’s children.

Such shared democratic hope is difficult for us now, however, not only because of 9/11, but even more because of its active frustration by anti-democratic currents in our American political processes and within our multicultural streams of daily living during the months and years that have followed 9/11. James Campbell has described eloquently how America’s always-differing regional, religious, ethnic, and political groups have become very suspicious of one another in recent years, their distrust fanned by politicians who have employed anti-democratic tactics of absolutism, oversimplification, partisanship, and chauvinism.  I would add, however, that these have been specifically neo-conservative tactics employed by our president’s party to enhance their ability to exercise “emergency powers” against enemies they claim are inside as well as outside our nation.  Rival politicians have found it difficult to counter such tactics because the kind of alternative analysis of our problem situation we need now is difficult to frame in a few words as a “sound bite.”  In addition, they have been shocked at their fellow Americans’ gullibility and willingness to give up hard-won democratic rights in order to support exercises of presidential power that clearly have made our situation in the world and our relations with each other worse rather than better.   As Kersten Reich rightly argues, relational power has been at stake in recent cultural and political struggles over how much democracy is feasible in the twenty-first century.  For those whose answer is “very little,” the next question becomes: whose power will triumph in struggles among the nations and among the diverse cultures, religions, races, genders, economic groups, and regions who now make up American society?
“Hope deferred makes the heart sick,” Proverbs tells us, and we as an American people are sick at heart now because our actuality is drifting so far off the course guided by the beloved possibilities expressed within our long-shared democratic ideal. Vague though it may be, this American dream-ideal expresses some of the kinds of desires that run deep and powerful in us, as Charlene Haddock Seigfried rightly reminds.  Though we express our shared dream in local tongues, the “inner” power of this dream-ideal links Americans inseparably amidst our “outer” power-structured differences, even when we deny it in our words and actions, making us restless and dissatisfied with ourselves even when we seem clearly determined to refuse Jim Garrison’s wise and necessary call to dialogue across differences. Our American dream-sickness is now so acute and so deep that we cannot seem to agree about what ails us and how to remedy it. In fact, interpretive differences concerning our post-9/11 problem situation have become so great that our allegiances to rival background stories or “big pictures” have divided the American people:

· into “red states” and “blue states”; 

· into fierce proponents of the Iraq War and those who are nauseated by it,

· into those who think religion is the source of our problem, and those who see it as our salvation;

· into those who see growing economic inequality as a sign of global capitalism’s success, and those who see it as a sign of its failure;

· into those who advocate student-centered multicultural education and those who demand an accountable, uniform national curriculum;

· into those who see reassertion of cultural and legal control over women’s bodies as the rightful responsibility of our churches, our universities, and our courts, and those who are prepared to stake their futures on resisting such patriarchal domination;

· into those who have already forgotten the thousands of dead Black bodies and the countless tearful Black survivors of Hurricane Katrina – or even regard the incalculable devastation of New Orleans as God’s judgment on this American Gomorrah – and those who regard the abject, racialized poverty Katrina revealed, as well as our nation’s refusal or inability to care for our own fellow citizens, as history’s judgment on  American democracy;

· into those who still reach out in hospitality to newcomers from far-away places, and those who see only potential terrorists, “wetbacks,” and new claimants on our war-impoverished public coffers.

John Dewey and Richard Rorty offer us very different kinds of advice about how to address this post-9/11 American problem situation. Dewey advised us to employ all the philosophical tools we have inherited while reconstructing them as needed to guide and to express the results of a focused, intelligent, cooperative social inquiry that seeks deep democratic transformations. In contrast, Rorty advised us to give up philosophy as earlier understood in order to tell a “new American story” as convincingly as we can, and to make common cause with labor leaders in limited campaigns of reform that seek to “achieve our country” by working for fuller economic justice within America’s existing institutional constraints of a liberal constitution and a capitalist economy. While both Dewey and Rorty valorize democracy and individuality, and both reject a dualistic substance metaphysics, and both propose alternatives to the old correspondence theory of truth and the “spectator” theory of knowledge, what they mean when they use what at first may seem to be a common vocabulary is totally different. In fact, their difference over whether to “do” metaphysics in any recognizable sense is symptomatic of a whole pattern of differences in philosophical practice between Dr. Dewey and Dr. Rorty that requires us to choose between their rival “pragmatist” and “neo-pragmatist” systems of curing in our search for post-9/11 cultural and political healing.
  They both could be wrong, but they cannot both be right.  

Which philosophical model – if either – can offer us helpful advice about how to address the deep anxieties, profound longings, and event-shaping moods and emotions that actively influence our dynamically emerging and changing individual and communal worldviews, as well as the national and international policies that our formal democratic system now expresses, impresses, and reflects back into them? How can we get a handle on which – if any – of the worldviews currently contending in the public square, in our hearts and minds, and in our practices of daily living more adequately engages the realities of our times; which clarifies the cultural and potential alternatives before us; which helps us most effectively to recognize those world-changing choices we may have, and to make the better choices?  

My answer here is: Dr. Dewey’s curing system all the way, including his pragmatist method of inquiry and his “low-rise” process metaphysic that focuses on our feeling-saturated human role in recognizing and delineating events, on generic and enduring traits of experience, and on therapeutic processes of analysis, communication, and democratic social transformation. In my earlier work, I distinguished two meanings and levels of democracy: the formal or institutional level, and the “deep” level of habits, practices, attitudes, and hopes in daily living. I now see the need to distinguish a third, metaphysical “background” level of dynamic, emotion-encompassing, experience-framing democratic vision as an object of reflection and as a life-guiding tool for influencing the development of democracy at the other two levels.  So understood, this democratic background vision is what Dewey – writing in an era before the wider presence of women as philosophers he longed for led to more inclusive turns of language than his own – referred to as a “metaphysic of the common man.”  I believe its effective employment is necessary within any comprehensive cure to the “democratic disease” that now ails the American people. Please let me explain.  

In Deep Democracy: Community, Diversity, and Transformation (1999), I argued that formal, institutional democracies are not sustainable, and may not even be desirable, unless they are grounded in and challenged by more deeply democratic institutions, customs, values, and habits of everyday living. In the absence of such a deep democracy, or in conditions of its erosion, even “experienced democracies” like the United States of America fall pray to what I have called the four-fold “democratic disease” – institutional subvertibility, ideological hollowness, individual nihilism, and cultural anomie – that is now so common in the West.
  Since 9/11, the scope of this “democratic disease” has grown to such epidemic proportions in America that it has been possible for George W. Bush to convince a narrow majority of the American people to surrender many of their hard-won civil rights, to oppose the full extension of these rights to gays and lesbians, and to pursue an open-ended “war against terrorism” that already has involved invading two other nations in the name of American patriotism and “homeland security.” We Americans are a people in desperate need of healing from this four-fold “democratic disease,” for our own sake as well as that of the community of nations within which we now wield shockingly anti-democratic powers. Dr. Dewey recommended a course of cultural and political therapy that I believe is precisely what the American people need today: “The cure for the ailments of democracy is more democracy.” For American philosophers today and our consulting practitioners in other countries, our challenge as contemporary diagnosticians and therapists is to discover what Dr. Dewey’s wise directive means for us now, after 9/11, as we project a course of treatment for America’s now-dangerous stage of the democratic disease. In the last chapter of Deep Democracy, I outlined nine general aspects of fully actualized deep democracies and six predictably recurring stages within collaborative democratic transformation projects that aim to rebuild “the public square” in more deeply democratic ways. My project here is to focus on the question of how to more fully actualize two of these aspects of deep democracy – democratic cultural revitalization and political re-inhabitation – in the context of America’s problematic cultural and political situation since 9/11, with an awareness that such transformations would have great significance for other nations as well.  

In working up a course of transformative treatment that is likely to be effective in our current American problem situation, it will be necessary not only to consider the wider context of globalization that has contributed to the development of America’s democratic disease and that complicates its remedy, but also to reckon with the communicative challenge arising from my expectation that my diagnosis will seem to many to be an unsolicited “second opinion” that would require them to fire their old “doctors,” to face some hard truths about reality, and to develop some new habits of living.  Moreover, my diagnosis and proposed remedy would require many of my philosophical colleagues to undertake a refresher course in Dewey’s “metaphysic” in order to reorient their approach to philosophical practice and to update their tools of diagnosis and therapeutic treatment, so as to make these more likely to promote healing and hope. Among those whom I would invite to such a refresher course in Deweyan “metaphysic” are Richard Rorty, Jürgen Habermas, and my pragmatist-feminist friend Charlene Haddock Seigfried, who has argued, not without reason, that we should give up both the term “metaphysics” and the philosophical terrain it traditionally has designated, because these inevitably entangle our energies in struggles over what Dewey called “the problems of philosophers,” and thereby distract us from what he called “the problems of men” – the urgent social problems of our times.  

     However, instead of wasting our time and diverting our energies, I believe such a refresher course in Dewey’s “metaphysic” – with appropriate updates – will help us to communicate more effectively with the American “patients” who must again become democratic agents of their own healing and hope. It will help us to unmask the quacks who are now having far too much success in selling their outdated nostrums and their radical surgeries to a fearful, anxious, nostalgic, and gullible public. And it will help us to engage most effectively with a wider community of knowledgeable thinkers and democratic inquirers across time, across schools of philosophical thought, across disciplines, and across cultures, with whom we must collaborate in manifold ways if we are to save the patients and to prevent this now-epidemic American democratic disease from destroying all hope for a global democratic future.

What’s Metaphysics Got to Do With It?

In order to show what Dewey meant by his “metaphysic” and why I think we would be wise to renew it rather than discard it to speed our efforts to foster America’s democratic cultural revitalization and political re-inhabitation, I will contrast the course of treatment I think it guides with the one Richard Rorty proposed only a few years before 9/11. In Achieving Our Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth Century America (1998) and in Philosophy and Social Hope (1999), Rorty offered a critical diagnosis of what already ailed us Americans at that time. He mapped out a course of treatment that called for “intellectuals” to offer their story-telling services to a “leftist” political vanguard led by labor unions, who would organize a campaign to renew America’s commitment to economic justice as expressed by a limited agenda of reforms within the framework of America’s existing political and economic institutions. I will argue here that Rorty’s prescription cannot lead us to a more deeply democratic, post-9/11 cultural revitalization and political re-inhabitation, but that a different course of diagnosis and therapy suggested and fostered in part by applying Dewey’s “metaphysic” can promote healing, growth, and hope for the democratic future of our nation and the world.

In writing Achieving Our Country, Rorty seems to have had difficulty making up his mind about whether explaining the meaning and importance of this project to a wide “intellectual” audience requires plunging into the currently unpopular shoals of metaphysics, a cold bath Dewey frequently found helpful in clarifying his vision and never gave up, although it required him to swim against strong currents in Western philosophy and in contemporary political life. On the one hand, arguing against the great twentieth-century liberal philosopher, John Rawls, who famously claimed in a 1985 essay that issues of justice, including the preferability of democratic forms of living, can be understood in purely political terms without metaphysical implications, Rorty quoted Dewey in arguing that the meaning of democracy is not reducible to a set of political forms and processes, because it is ultimately, in some sense, metaphysical: “Democracy is neither a form of government nor a social expediency, but a metaphysic of the relation of man and his experience in nature.”
  On the other hand, Rorty apologetically called Dewey’s language of metaphysics in this passage “a bit unfortunate,” and he misleadingly suggested that all Dewey meant was that, contra Nietzsche, “democracy is the principal means by which a more evolved form of humanity will come into existence” (Rorty 1998: 142).  

Surprisingly, in spite of this move to lighten the weightiness of a democratic metaphysics, Rorty went on to say, using Kenneth Burke’s language, that the human persons who emerge from the kinds of deeply democratic processes of living for which Dewey called will have “more being” than pre-democratic humanity: “The citizens of a democratic, Whitmanesque society are able to create new, hitherto unimagined roles and goals for themselves. So a greater variety of perspectives, and of descriptive terms, becomes available to them, and can with justice be used to account for them” (Rorty 1998: 143). Rorty’s phrase “with justice” carries a great deal of weight in grounding the application of these so-called “descriptive terms,” evoking as it does older metaphysical cords of meaning that suggest a divine perspective, or directive forces within nature, or at least common standards of judgment within a shared tradition. Yet, Rorty explicitly attempts to cut away each of these kind of metaphysical tethers to the past, leaving only a slim linguistic thread of what it is possible for us to say in a common language that appeals for the liberation of individuals. How such appeals could work, and why anyone would or should attend to them, are among the things Rorty leaves unsaid.  

These are dangerous silences for a democratic “story” that aims to clarify and to revive our shared commitment to “achieving our country” now, because this necessarily requires that we be able to explain ourselves to one another and to those in other global contexts who do not entirely share our “form of life” – or may even be antagonistic toward it – but whose assent or at least tolerance will be necessary if emerging world conditions are to support our hopes for a sustainable peace that will allow us to invest our time and treasure in deepening democracy, instead of in prosecuting wars and defending our “homeland” from international and domestic terrorists. Rorty has left out two key elements in his linguistically “lite” version of democratic metaphysics:

1) how we should understand the process of transforming a culture’s internal social relations and transactional practices, which Dewey rightly regarded as inseparable from the liberation of individuals; and 

2) how we should understand the characteristic processes that shape and guide transactions among those communities, nations, and international associations that helpfully structure or distort the transactions of individuals with one another and with the larger whole of nature.  

In short, Rorty has forgotten the “socialist” dimension of the Progressives’ metaphysics that concerns the deep grounding, quality, and equitability of our connections with one another and with the larger whole of nature locally, nationally, and globally. In brief, Dewey and the other Progressives held that an adequate ethics, politics, and economics must be grounded in a realistic, non-dualistic, process metaphysics that concurs with and helps to guide an adequate physics, biology, social psychology, and theology. Such a background view or “big picture” understands humans as inextricably interconnected with one another and with other living and inorganic entities within local life systems and within the larger whole of nature, from which they emerge and within which they may grow and individuate into particular, active, creative agent-patients who, in turn, influence local-and-global futures through their on-going, partially controllable transactions with each other and with their wider world. Thus, an ontology that is realistic and useful for world-understanding and future-guiding must be “socialist” rather than “individualist” – it must reflect these necessary networks of transactional relations that go “all the way down” within our being and becoming. At the same time, it must be “socialist” in recognizing the complex, dynamic interplay of the humanity-constituting elements within our processively individuating social selves – our bodily organs and functions interplaying with our emotions, interplaying with our thinking, interplaying with our experiences of world-undergoing and our experiences of active effort and engagement – all of this self-becoming and patient-agent experience always involving profound social influences of other humans as individuals and group members, as well as social influences of our participation in a wider biotic community.

The importance of this “metaphysical” dimension – background visions or “big pictures” that frame basic understandings of reality about which the American people and the wider world are now deeply divided – has become abundantly clear since September 11th. Contrary to Rorty, Rawls, Habermas, Heidegger, and Charlene Haddock Seigfried, I believe it is wiser to re-engage in Dewey’s project of reconstructing such a “socialist” metaphysics, not as a “first philosophy” that can be thought of as somehow “preceding” experience, but rather as a therapeutic dimension of reflective thinking about “already had” experience that can spur critical insights about the particular intellectual habits and cultural assumptions that help to construct our “uptake” on experience, past and future.  In addition to its critical dimension, such a democratic “socialist” metaphysics also may spur transformative insights about how we might think and live differently – better – in our transactions with one another as humans and with the wider natural world in which our lives necessarily take part.
Dewey’s Democratic Metaphysical Therapeutics

Dewey often used medical imagery to describe, differentiate, or point toward the proper work of philosophy even before he published his great pragmatist manifesto, “The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy” (1917), and he continued to employ this medical metaphor throughout the great works of his mature years. Terms like “ailment,” “remedy,” “cure,” “recovery,” and “instrument” are key elements of Dewey’s vocabulary within texts he wrote with the aim of stimulating a re-imagination of the work of philosophy that both reclaims and reconstructs the original, ancient visions of its earliest practitioners. This is another example of the insightfulness of Randall’s characterization of Dewey as “the great conservative” who sought to honor and to maintain fruitful continuities with rich earlier traditions, even as he sought to reorient and revitalize philosophy in a world that was and is still struggling to absorb the shock of Darwin’s cosmological vision, of modern professional specialization, of fundamental socio-economic transformation, and of an escalating series of great wars that marked the emergence of the era we now call the age of globalization.
    

Even Dewey’s frequent use of the singular term “metaphysic” in the 1890’s and early 1900’s suggests a play on the antique word ‘physic’ that still was in use at that time among common people in many parts of America, both as a noun for a traditional medical remedy, including natural herbs and waters, and as a verb for acting to remedy or to heal. In this antique usage, a “physician” is one who uses such remedies and who acts to heal wounds, breakages, and diseases of all kinds in order to restore that great good on which all other goods depend – an active state of mind-body health – along with the habits, tendencies, and means of support to maintain it. In calling for a new “metaphysic,” Dewey calls for a paradigm shift: from a world vision in which stability reigns and there is nothing new under the sun, to one in which deeper processes gradually transform even the most stable entities, the mountains and fixed species of our inherited metaphysical map. We need a continuously redrawn map of our world of experience, Dewey urged, one that guides new inquiries for better remedies while acknowledging that over time, the old diagnostic tools and remedies have lost their “truth” and efficacy to heal, so that even our healers themselves are threatened by mutated new forms of disease, wounds, and breakage within an actual world of human existence that is sometimes stable, sometimes precarious as it affects all we hope for.  

If we take Dewey’s health metaphor and his reclaimed antique vocabulary seriously, a “meta-physic” is a reflection on and a remedy for the traditional remedies, diagnostic tools, and therapeutic models used by those whose callings, gifts, and professional trainings permit and prepare them to intervene in the course of others’ lives in order to promote individual and social health. Its “meta-“ quality signals a periodic, reflective stepping back from the daily work of these various “healing” arts and sciences for the purpose of reconsidering their particular problems, practices, and local paradigms from the perspective of a wider experience and a broader set of guiding ideals. If we imagine the full company of these healing professionals as including not only “physicians” in our specialized contemporary sense, but all of those who are charged with studying and promoting the diverse prerequisites of health for social individuals and the communities of which they are always and indivisibly members, the work of “metaphysic” is to critique and continuously recreate an inquiry-guiding and imagination-stirring “big picture” or “background map” of the world of humanly experienced and experiencable general traits or conditions of existence – both those that are common to us as humans and those that are common to the wider natural world within which our lives arise and on which they depend.  

Remember, Dewey’s metaphysics is never a priori.  Rather, his “low-rise” metaphysics is always a product of inquiry as Larry A. Hickman and Hans Seigfried so aptly describe it later in this volume.  Nonetheless, once we have the results of those inquiries in many different cultural domains, and have made the necessary connections among them, we can use the resulting metaphysics and any other product of inquiry to guide future inquiry, just as Dewey says.  

Ideally, such a meta-physical big picture or background map serves to coordinate and guide on-going processes of criticism and reconstruction of the specific theories and practices of the diverse “health”-related sciences and arts in light of the overall growth of our experience and knowledge within a world that has shown itself to be stable in many respects over long periods of time, yet always changing, and sometimes bursting forth in startling events that mark the beginning of new eras when the accumulated effects of on-going change processes have achieved a “critical mass.”  Such era-inaugurating, experience-reframing events – including 9/11 – signal the need for new therapeutic models, new diagnostic tools, and new remedies for healing both chronic and new wounds, breakages, and diseases, and also for instituting various new contributing factors to the “health” of this new era’s social individuals and their communities, local and global.  

The job of the Deweyan “metaphysician” – one aspect of the work of philosophy as he conceived of it – is to lead or at least to provoke critical updating of the “big picture,” to note the new contributions of the various sciences and arts that require its overall adjustment, to serve as a “liaison officer” among them in noting discoveries and new problems in any of them that call for mutual adjustments among all of them, and to encourage and perhaps to participate in new inquiries (disciplinary and interdisciplinary) that will help to improve and to apply the “big picture” as a therapeutic meta-tool for remedying specific local and global problems of daily living – what Dewey called “the problems of men” – which may, in turn, yield generality-suggesting results for the future updating of the “big picture.”  That is, the Deweyan metaphysician plays a more or less specialized role within the creation, application, and critical revision of the “big picture” that itself serves both as an integrative repository for the most stable and general kinds of fallible, continuously revisable knowledge, and as a guiding framework-as-tool for teaching, updating, and applying the various disciplinary and interdisciplinary diagnostic and therapeutic models and practices that seek to restore and to promote individual and social health in daily living, including in times of crisis.  This is why Dewey called for a “metaphysic of the common man,” as R. H. Sleeper has emphasized in arguing that we should retain the term ‘metaphysics’ as well as the Deweyan project of reconstructing the traditional philosophical field of metaphysics as an important element of contemporary pragmatism’s engagement with both the academic philosophical community and the wider local, national, and global “publics” we are called as philosophers to serve.
 

As I understand what Dewey meant by this seemingly ironic or oxymoronic characterization of a new pragmatist metaphysics, ”the “common man” is both patient and agent-contributor to the various problem-specific projects of healing, and also to the on-going work of updating the kind of metaphysical “big picture” that can be used to promote the broad ideal of general “health” at individual, communal, and world levels. Such continuous updating is important because a reliably current through always dynamic “big picture” is a key tool for producing and coordinating “local ground maps” that can guide, reflect findings, and assist in mid-course readjustments within problem-specific, health-directed projects of inquiry and therapeutic reconstruction. Thus, the common person’s democratic role within Dewey’s “metaphysic” must be double, or even triple: (1) the general and specific problems of the common person, not the problems of philosophers, are its focus as a key element of the kind of philosophy that can heal, restore our hopes, and refit the world for them; (2) the common person must play an important role in inquiry, helping to diagnose as well as to devise and to apply context-specific remedies to those local-and-global problems; and (3) the common person may contribute to the on-going readjustment of the “big picture” that guides such a “metaphysic,” including when she or he reflects with others on their shared local-and-global experience of human living, with its occasional splendors, its episodic shocks, and its on-going problems and challenges.  

Putting Dewey’s Democratic Metaphysic to Work in Democratic Communicative Action    

Dewey’s famous remedy for the “ailments” of democracy at all levels and in all contexts was “more democracy” – by which he meant not more votes, or polls, or elite-run government bureaus charging to the rescue without consulting affected citizens about what to do, but rather democratic communicative actions like those he described in the 1932 Ethics, in which all participate freely and as equals, contributing and receiving ideas and values, and in the process, changing minds, hearts, moods, and motives in ways that allow new, world-changing institutions and projects of effective collaborative action to come into existence.
  In fact, such democratic communicative action can inaugurate a series of changes so deep and new creations so profound that it is “a wonder by the side of which transubstantiation pales,” as Dewey wrote in Experience and Nature,
 expressing in that passage communicative action’s inexplicably “miraculous” nature when it is interpreted in terms of a still widely shared, static, physicalist “big map” that fails to account for this real possibility we actually glimpse everyday, and occasionally see writ large on great days like the one on which Martin Luther King, Jr. gave his “I Have a Dream” speech.

Communicative action as Dewey understood it is always context-specific, expressed in local tongues, engaging local anxieties and hopes, referring to local materials, and with local body-minds doing the listening, the speaking, the feeling-thinking and the heavy lifting; yet the general traits of existence and those of human experience that these local contexts and localized communicative actions reveal and contribute to the continuous recreation of a Deweyan metaphysic’s “background picture” that can reveal actual or potential areas of linkage and transference of findings and remedies to other contexts – provided that this is done with great care while drawing upon the contribution of local patient-agents to the diagnostic and therapeutic process.  This is what allows us to learn from one another, to act in solidarity with one another across wide geographic and cultural distances, and to teach lessons about past actions as guides to the therapy-planning process Dewey recommended to us in Human Nature and Conduct: critically retrieving a “big picture” of past actions, events, and their consequences from memory, factoring in the new in considering its lessons for our present choices, and then engaging in “dramatic rehearsals” of alternative courses of action with their probable consequences to see what choice we can best live with, given the real risks and rewards involved.
  

Though we don’t always need to call it “metaphysics,” engaging explicitly in what Larry Hickman calls a Deweyan “low-rise” metaphysics is often helpful and occasionally necessary in three important arenas of communicative action in our post-9/11 era: (1) in publicly addressing problems of democratic cultural reinhabitation that have become vitally important in American living and in America’s impact on our now-globalized world; (2) in philosophically challenging many of our academic colleagues’ continuing preoccupation with “the problems of philosophers” that keeps them from helping out as they could and should with the urgent problems of common living, and occasionally leads them to become practical obstacles to democratic transformation in our culture and our political life; and (3) in our personal reflections and reflective dialogues with our most-trusted others that aim to diagnose what’s going on with us and with our world, so that we can creatively imagine therapies that will reconstruct our habits of thinking and acting in ways that will begin to relieve what ails us, and that will prepare us to participate effectively in the other two, wider kinds of therapeutic communicative action.  

Some of those who have been patient with me this far may find this claim absurd. They may wonder how any kind of metaphysics, even a Deweyan kind, could have any practical relevance to urgent contemporary problems, and they may worry that focusing attention on tidying up “events,” “general traits,” “experience,” “existence,” and other standard bits of furniture in the House of Metaphysics will only mislead us and use up that limited supply of time and energy that is urgently needed now for our context-specific existential and political work. Charlene Haddock Seigfried has made such a strong case for this worry that my own advocacy of a Deweyan “metaphysic” must come with a warning label that refers the reader to her reasons for caution.
  Moreover, she and others may be right when they, with Rorty, call for giving up on at least some of our academic colleagues who are still determined to focus on “the problems of philosophers,” arguing that further efforts to reach them are wasted and distract us from more important work we may be able to accomplish if we give it our single-minded best efforts. Finally, for those who, like Rorty and many contemporary thinkers in Germany, find themselves haunted by the metaphysical miscarriages of a still-present past, the suggestion that a metaphysics of any kind may be helpful to our twenty-first century personal reflections and in our therapeutic course-setting dialogues with those whose lives most closely touch our own may seem both absurd and dangerous. Nonetheless, I suggest that employing a Deweyan metaphysics as a background map and therapeutic tool – sometimes explicitly and always implicitly – is necessary, even unavoidable, within all three of these important arenas of communicative action if we are to frame and to advance the kinds of critical and reconstructive democratic inquiries that will be necessary if we are to achieve an urgently needed, more deeply democratic cultural revitalization and political re-inhabitation in America, and in America’s relation to the rest of the world.  Again, please let me explain.

Many of our problems in American public life today are worsened, and even created in part, by metaphysical mistakes. Some of these metaphysical mistakes are inherited from earlier periods of our nation’s and Western civilization’s history – they are ways of thinking that many people have found comforting and motivating as “folk remedies” that can counter or cover over a widespread mood of fear and anxiety that has gripped many since 9/11, America’s subsequent economic downturn, and our nation’s entry into two costly wars of questionable legitimacy and limited effectiveness. Some of these metaphysical mistakes have been specifically prescribed by unwisely trusted, so-called “conservative” political, economic, legal, religious, and cultural leaders, either to advance their other agendas or because they themselves sincerely believe in them. The composite metaphysical “big picture” they now widely employ for these purposes can be evoked by sketching even a few of its elements:
1) Individuals are thought of as atomic in their separateness and as unchangeably given in their personalities and values (“I am what I am”);

2) Expansive individual property rights and related life aspirations are thought of as sacred, primitive, part of the “American dream,” and as properly safe from criticism (“I gotta be me” and “If I can make it there, I can make it anywhere”);

3) Individual political opinions are thought of as emerging in a state of final completeness from the inner sanctum of such a unique, given, property-oriented self, so that they can be collected and aggregated in “objective” public opinion polls that allegedly do not influence public opinion, and then simply “represented” by elected officials who do not reshape or significantly “spin” them;

4) At the same time, the American nation is thought of as a unitary entity with its own overriding “interests” that need not be known about in their particularity in order to be affirmed by each and all of its individual citizen-members;

5) This American nation is thought of as having a unique, privileged place in the world, not only richer and stronger than other nations, but wiser, freer, better in every way.

6) The voice of this American nation, speaking to its citizens through leaders elected by a majority of those whose votes are counted – or more accurately, by America’s antique aggregative institution, the Electoral College
 – is thought to trump the voices of its individual citizen-members, whose views and values simply are judged by it to be intellectually and morally wrong if not in agreement with it, and whose aspirations and conduct are expected to be brought into patriotic conformity with it after such errors are pointed out.

7) Other nations and individuals are thought of as to be converted, to be rescued, or to be forced to agree in their conduct with this vision of America as the leading nation of history’s advance in the twenty-first century (“God is on our side”).

When it is sketched explicitly even to this limited extent, the currently dominant, so-called “conservative” American “big picture” displays some major flaws that do and must keep it from guiding true, effective, and sustainable remedies for what ails us now. First, its is hopelessly inconsistent – the first three elements flatly contradict the last four, so that this “big picture” cannot be rescued, either by the kind of “two-levels systems analysis” that is popular now among many social theorists, including Habermas, or by the sincere efforts of many American citizens to really believe, feel, and live out in practice all that it requires of them. Second, it is profoundly undemocratic in ways that go to opposite extremes: whereas the first three elements aim toward a libertarian individualism that has no room for the kinds of productive dialogues, give-and-take, practical sharing, and committed common effort that democracy requires, the last four elements aim toward a national totality that treats individual claims of justice and freedom as superficial, and thus undermines our nation’s costly achievements of civil rights and liberties, of real respect for the dissenting opinion of the loyal opposition, and of recognition of the great mistakes in our nation’s past that should lead us all to say, “Never again.”  

However, instead of revealing and rejecting these profound errors in our nation’s currently dominant “big picture,” most American opponents of the disastrous errors of commission and omission in our nation’s post-9/11 public policies simply try to tweak it or critique its applications, while having nothing fundamentally different to propose as a metaphysical counter-vision or as a cultural and political therapeutic. This shows the error in Rawls’ thinking that an overlapping democratic consensus that is “political, not metaphysical” would be enough to guide the American polity or any other democratic nation-state in the twenty-first century   We may not need complete agreement all the way down and in every element of our group-linked “big pictures,” but we clearly cannot avoid taking these background pictures into account; and when profound errors and inconsistencies in them emerge and make a major difference in public matters, we must make these background “big pictures” themselves public matters, and we must attempt to critically clarify and then to remedy them as needed.  

Who can and should try to remedy these profoundly dangerous mistakes in America’s currently dominant metaphysical “big picture,” and how can it best be done? Given our long-term American cultural tendency to turn to religion in times of trouble, we might think that the best spokespersons for a team of metaphysical healing specialists from various fields and disciplines would be religious leaders, especially if we could find some with Martin Luther King, Jr.’s critical philosophical training, diagnostic skills, creative visioning gift, collaborative model of inquiry, and personal habits of courage and hope. There are some religious leaders of this kind among us now, and the fact that they are not yet acknowledged as national leaders and world figures should not delay our support for their efforts. For many reasons, however, we cannot rely on them alone or on the religious domain of our national culture exclusively as the focus of much-needed projects of metaphysical reconstruction within our shared national culture.  
Who else needs to critique and offer counter-proposals to the currently dominant metaphysical “big pictures” that dominate American public discourse and block our path to shared healing and democratic social hope today? I have space here only to suggest some key members of a deeply democratic metaphysical therapy team that may be able to remedy America’s now-epidemic disease if they work together after undergoing a refresher course in Dr. Dewey’s metaphysic:

· Politicians – local, regional, national, international;

· Intellectual leaders, including philosophers and other social critics and theorists;

· Natural scientists, including physicists, biologists, and human physiologists;

· Healthcare practitioners and front-line social service providers;

· Artists of all kinds – filmmakers and actors, television producers and writers, composers and musicians, dancers, painters and illustrators, storytellers, novelists and poets, including spoken word poets, and Roots Hip Hop artists of all the other genres;

· News media professionals and bloggers;

· Educators at all levels and in all kinds of institutions;

· Opinion leaders who are valued for their wisdom; and 

· Ordinary citizens, using their democratic communicative powers in the face-to-face transactions of daily living and reflection with friends, in emails and letters to one another and to all the aforementioned social actors, in public protests large and small, and in their choices in the marketplace and in all the other arenas of future-making.

Working in their own ways, such diverse “meta-physical” healers can initiate the new American process of community-building James Campbell calls for, creating conditions for the kinds of dialogue amidst our differences Jim Garrison calls for, and tempering this process with the tools of contemporary “border-crossing” research that Stefan Neubert rightly points out are already available to us.
-- Ash Wednesday, 2006

    New York, New York, USA







�	I am grateful to Seth Joshua Thomas for helping me to see “health” as a key philosophical focus and an extended metaphor in Dewey’s work. Thomas’s framing of this topic has illuminated this deep pattern in Dewey’s work for me, helping me to express my sense of how to understand and to treat the post-9/11 American “democratic disease.”  I am grateful to the Kersten Reich and Stefan Neubert, as well as to Larry Hickman, for the invitation to present the earlier version of this essay at the Inaugural Conference of the Köln Dewey Center, and to all the participants in that conference for a lively discussion. Finally, I am grateful to participants in the New York Pragmatist Forum for taking this version of the essay under their advisement. 





� 	“Experienced democracies” is one of Robert Dahl’s terms within his insightful analysis of democracy’s international scope and prospects for progress in the twenty-first century in his On Democracy. For my earlier discussion of the four-fold “democratic disease” I believe now plagues America, see my Deep Democracy: Community, Diversity, and Transformation, iv.


 


� 	Here Rorty quotes from Dewey’s “Maeterlinck’s Philosophy of Life,” MW 6, 1978: 135). For Rawls’ argument that we can do political philosophy without metaphysics, including adequately addressing moral issues of justice, see “Justice As Fairness: Political Not Metaphysical,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 14 (1985), 223-252, his “Reply to Habermas,” The Journal of Philosophy 92:3 (March 1995), 132-180, and his fuller development of these ideas in Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996).





� 	See the essay by Dewey’s student, John Herman Randall, Jr., “Dewey’s Interpretation of the History of Philosophy,” in The Philosophy of John Dewey, Vol. 1.


 


�	 See R. W. Sleeper’s magisterial work, The Necessity of Pragmatism: John Dewey’s Conception of Philosophy.





� 	See LW 7: 348-349.





� 	LW 1: 132.





� 	See Dewey’s MW 14: 132.





�	 See Charlene Haddock Seigfried, 2004, 53 – 78. For contrasting views by other Deweyan pragmatists who see a continuing need for some kind of metaphysic(s), though they may disagree with one another about how to characterize and advance it, see work by Thomas Alexander, R. W. Sleeper, Jim Garrison, Raymond Boisvert, and William Myers. I am grateful to Barbara Lowe for her careful and insightful treatment of this controversy in the footnotes of her doctoral dissertation, Beyond Recognition: A Feminist-Pragmatist Account of Moral Agency (Fordham University, 2005).





� 	Dewey was already critical of the anti-democratic purpose and tendencies of the Electoral College in The Public and Its Problems, LW 2. Since the 2000 elections in which it combined with a 5 – 4 Supreme Court decision to award the American Presidency to George W. Bush, even though Albert H. Gore clearly won the popular vote, with all the division, dishonesty, and disheartening decisions that have flowed from that outcome, it is now clear that the impact of this antique institution is an obstacle to reclaiming and deepening American democracy that can no longer be tolerated.
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